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(Me and David Wilson looking into the future)
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MY RHETORIC

-or- WELCOME TO THE TWILIGHT ZONE

About two years ago I became interested in museums as rhetorical
entities. I took a course at the A"en Memorial Art Museum where I got a sense
of how arguments are created through the techniques of visual display, the socalled "informatics"1 of museum exhibition. In an art museum, however, these
informatics are always bound into a relationship with the aura of the art object
as artifact2 . In the context of a cult of art (an art museum?), the physical fact of
an art object's existence can never be rhetorically negotiated. Even if nothing
else is fixed, its physical presence acts as a stable foundation and provides
boundaries for interpretation. My fundamentally textual ideas of rhetoric in
visual display were always superseded by the aesthetic use of aura to enable
transcendence for museum patrons. I was frustrated because the contextual
rules for these objects did not allow me to question, manipulate and remake
them in the way I find so pleasurable with texts and less privileged objects.
I turned to other types of museums in order to try and find a space where
my ideas of rhetoric could operate without an allegiance to the transcendent
narrative of art aesthetics. I considered natural history and science museums,
but these spaces also privilege the truth of science or the authenticity of the
artifact over the informatics of their display. What I really wanted was a space
where the rhetoric of the display could take over and create an argument
independent from the indisputable certainties of Art or Science.

)

11 got this word from Donna Harraway's "Manifesto for Cyborgs". Like many of the ideas in
that article, I am not totally clear on what it "means" . But I liked it and appropriated it for my own
purposes.
2"Aura" comes from Walter Benjamin's ''The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction" from Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books, 1967), 217-247. The term is not
actually defined in this article, but I take it to refer to the historical and physical specificity of a work
of art. Aura describes the aspect of a work of art that is valuable to the cult of Art as a part of
worship.
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The thing that I found, the Museum of Jurassic Technology3, is so bizarre
that I now question my original desire for such a place to exist. However, I have
pressed forward with my thinking, trying to find a way to make sense of the MJT.
The work that I have done revolves around my personal struggle to think
through the issues implicated in this project. There has been a curious outcome
of my work: I have lost the critical distance and separation that traditional essays
employ in order to persuade. I have struggled to find a way to represent what I
think is important about my experience of the Museum in the context of an
English Honors essay. The rhetoric in this paper is weird, both as a reflection of
the weird rhetoric in the Museum, and as a strategy of exposition. I realize that I
am trying to explain something confusing (the Museum of Jurassic Technology)
in a confusing way. But perhaps that is the only rhetoric appropriate to this
context.
I have struggled with the issue of using a "strategy of the weird" in this
paper. I have wondered if it might be better to use a less convoluted rhetoric in
order to cast a more objective illumination on the MJT. For better or for worse, I
have decided to try an approach that is more consistent with the rhetoric of the
MJT as the means of my exploration of it. I'm not sure if this consistency is
actually a valid reason for moving away from the power of traditional rhetoric
and organization. One of my reasons for adopting this approach has been my
attempt to create metaphors out of my thoughts and ideas about the MJT.
Through this strategy of metaphors, I hope to suggest implications for the larger
issues of rhetoric, authenticity and textuality.

)

31have attached a short appendix (A) in which I attempt to describe the MJT. I have been
avoiding this kind of analytical description since the beginning of this project. However, I have
resorted to a judicious use of the conventional in order to forestall the possible reaction,
"Museum? What museum? Jurassic what?"
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The Museum of Jurassic Technology was an intellectual mystery for me,
a chance to play the detective, do my homework, and solve the case. I was
drawn to the event of the Museum as a critic because I want to figure out what it
is and how it works. But as I became more and more involved, more and more
obsessed with the Museum, I began to recoil from my desire to know,
understand and explain. I vacillate between this desire to know and some
sense that knowing is the end of thinking and the end of my pleasure through
the Museum. In this way, my understanding of the museum is conflicted. I am
drawn in towards its gnosis, its secret knowledge, but I can never countenance
a definitive interpretation of the place. In the case of this "mystery", my desire for
subtext draws me deeper into my obsession with finding the truth. At the same
time, I am repulsed from the finality of an ideological interpretation which would
identify the "real" meaning of the Museum. And so I continue with these
isometric exercises, straining against myself, pitting the pleasure of definitive
knowing versus my suspicion that there is nothing to know.
From the beginning of this project, I have been obsessed with making
sense out of the aspect of verifiability in the museum. I feel that this issue
relates to Walter Benjamin's concept of authenticity in a context of information
technology which moves far beyond the "age of mechanical reproduction".
Following this path, I became very interested in Jean Baudrillard's "Simulacra
and Simulations" and tried to conceive of the Museum as some kind of metasimulation, breaking down the fragile barriers between real information and real
)

simulated information. I think that for Baudrillard, there is no possibility for
difference between these two ideas, "real" and "real simulated". In his theory,
"real" just isn't a choice anymore. We, as a culture, have moved away from the

4

time where signs can be "a reflection of a basic reality" and into a moment
where signs cannot connect to reality in any way.4
One of the major problems I was having in trying to think these issues
through was the question of the failure of representation. 5 I wanted the museum
to represent something, to tell some coherent story or to make a "critique" of the
world as I know it. I wasn't ready to assent to the idea that there wasn't a thread
that I could wrap around the place which would draw it together for the
purposes of my work. I was convinced that there was a key that I could find, in
theory or museum history or U.S. history or art history that would make the
whole thing coalesce into a totalizing representative relationship: e.g. "MJT
represents Death".
When I visited the place, however, there was another level of content that
I had never really considered. I had been obsessed with the form and
conventions of the Museum: what is true, how is it presented, etc. I hadn't really
been doing much thinking about what kinds of stories were presented in the
museum. After the best postmodern fashion, there didn't seem to be any
)

controlling agenda but rather a set of concerns and interests: Noah's Ark, early
museums, the world of miniature/microminiature, and obsolete, forgotten or
weird science.
I haven't been able to seize on one thread to bring the whole museum to
life in my critical puppet show. As I have learned more about the museum and
visited it, I have come away with a sense of confusion and a feeling of openendedness. In one sense, this is the thread that I have been able to pull away

J

4Jean Baudrillard, "Simulacra and Simulation". Chap. in Simulacra and Simulation, (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994), 170.
5This "failure" would be a historical one. I have been trying to sort through my own issues
regarding the ability of texts to represent anything through language, written or otherwise. My
opinion on the matter is generally unstable but in this paper, my position is closer to the idea that
language is a sliding chain of signification. At this point, Baudrillard's crazy ideas were starting to
look pretty attractive to me.

,/
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from all of my work: I cannot weave the stories implicated in the museum into a
seamless whole. The strange thing is that it is my desire for synthesis, for the
"master narrative" and for understanding that drives me through the labyrinth I
have created for myself. This labyrinth is the maze of theory and philosophy
that I try to work through in order to theorize the museum. Positivist criticism
demands this kind of "empirical" thinking-through of abstractions and
constructions, premises and conclusions, in order to arrive at something which
is true. I am tired of the mental dead-ends and mind games which paradoxes
create in this type of system. Neither am I particularly interested in the paradoxas-gateway-to-epiphany approach which reinforces and counterpoints the truth
of "rational logic".
When I visited the museum, I was amazed and compelled by the
exhibitions and their creator, David Wilson. In fact, I had what I can best
)

describe as a conversion experience. The issue of verifiability seemed
somehow irrelevant to the ideas that I was beginning to pick up on in the
rhetoric of the Museum. I felt that there were more important parts to having the
experience of visiting the museum than determining the degree of truth-telling in

the exhibits. While I was there, I felt the sense of obsession and confusion that
is not only a part of growing knowledge and coalescing interpretation but also a
part of trying to figure out the "unknowable conspiracy" (or mysteries of the
universe or god or whatever). Within each of the realms of knowledge explored
in the Museum there lurks this possibility of refusing comfortable certainty in
)

)

order to challenge vague or unknown machinations. 6

61 have conceived of this idea of refusing the easy explanation as a form of resistance
through my understanding of the Fox Mulder character in the X Files. In the context of the show,
his endless speculation outside of the realm of Science is a form of rhetoric directed at Scully and
at us. She opposes his ideas and rhetoric until the show creates that weird moment when we are
all presented with the "truth". At one point, I thought that the MJT was a lot like the X Files, using
its own rhetoric and tweaking the "facts" in order to force its patrons into belief and resistance. I
thought this was a neat analysis for a while, but I don't trust it anymore. Its too tidy.

6

It is this idea of the refusal of certainty that I have been trying to come to
terms with ever since I visited the Museum. Every time I move towards the
possibility of making sense of my experience in the museum and researching
the museum, I come back to this refusal of closure and of acceptance of things
as they seem. I have all but given up on the questions: "What is the MJT?", and,
"How does it work?". What I am left with is the question, "What happens when I
start to work with it?"
Over the course of this project, but mostly independent of it, I have been
struggling with my conception of rhetoric. I have decided to formally assent to
this nebulous idea of rhetoric as a central ordering assumption of this project.
This is partly because "rhetoric" is where I began with the Museum of Jurassic
Technology and partly because I want to find a direction to go with the morass
of writing I have produced.
)

My conception of rhetoric is an attempt to combine intentional and socialhistorical approaches to making sense of texts. Under this term, I want to
express not only the argumentative purposes of texts but also their context
within larger discourses. I am interested in an interpretive framework that does
not subsume all possibilities for meaning within the intention of an
uncomplicated textual creator.? I believe that texts are created within a
complicated system of production for and by a community of interpreters, a
theory which owes something to the ideas of Stanley Fish.B It is my choice to
see these historical texts as argumentative events bound into a relationship with
their context and contemporary audience.

/

7Here I am making reference to theories of the author advanced by Foucault and Barthes.
I hope to expand these ideas to cover the "text" of the MJT and its originator/curator/figurehead,
David Wilson. Even this location of creation is a reduction because the on-duty staff of the MJT is
very active in creating its space through their interaction with the patrons. Similarly, there is an
entire production staff (like in a movie) which, by it very existence, problematizes the construction
of an individual controlling author figure .
BSpecifically: Stanley Fish, "Interpreting the Variorum", in Modern Criticism and Theory: A
Reader, David Lodge, ed. (New York: Longman Inc., 1988)
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L.A.

I don't know enough about Los Angeles. However, I have formed a
feeling about the place, an opinion of sorts, and I have very definite
associations of what it means to be in Los Angeles. Between my experiences at
Universal Studios Hollywood and the Museum of Jurassic Technology, I
actually believe in the magical dream-producing quality of the city. I feel like a
rube from Ohio being suckered by the smoke and mirrors of Hollywood but
maybe that is precisely what I am. After all, I did come to L.A. to chase an
obsession and find out the "secret knowledge" of the MJT. I got what I was
looking for, my conversion experience, but all of my knowledge of the "cradle" of
the Museum of Jurassic Technology has been tainted by this experience.
I spent most of my time in Culver City and Hollywood, two neighborhoods
of L.A. which are heavily involved in the production of movies.

I couldn't help

but notice the drab, used-up physical aspect of these neighborhoods which
looked like one continuous strip-mall/tourist-trap. In reconstructing my trip, I felt
like I was inside the machinery of movie-making when just driving by the
unassuming buildings owned by the major studios. I knew that the elaborate
gates that led to Paramount Studios were only a front for the everyday megabusiness of making movies.

I knew that the back-lot tour was only the facade of

Universal Studios which is consciously calculated to create my feeling of
)

wonderment. All of my world-weariness was used against me to create that
manufactured-and-yet-real wonder which I experience with movies, TV and
theme parks.
While I was in L.A., I created an opposition between my world-weary
wonder and my pilgrimage to the MJT. I expected to find the "genuine article" at

)
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the Museum, not theme-park variety entertainment.

I wanted to be in L.A. for

the purposes of an intellectual endeavor which would eventually yield some
finite result. I didn't want the glamour and glitz of Hollywood, I wanted the truly
bizarre, the frighteningly incomprehensible and the transcendantly REAL. I
think that the Museum of Jurassic Technology is as good a place as any to find
what I was looking for, and I did find it. However, looking back at my trip, I
wonder if the oppositions I saw are really very useful at all? Surely, Hollywood
has had an impact on both the Museum of Jurassic Technology and its
founder/creator, David Wilson. I suspect that the way I understood the MJT as
staging a subtextual revolution against the theme-park may not be useful. In
fact, I am increasingly convinced by the idea that Los Angeles is important as
the place that created the MJT but not as the counterpoint to L.A.'s unreality and
shoddy fakeness. Maybe the MJT, through its strange rhetoric, echoes certain
important issues and motivating forces which drive the city.
The important issue that I have constructed for myself here is the
prevalence and value of simulating alternate realities. 9

Between the movies,

the tourist industry and the theme parks, L.A. has a lot of resources invested in
credibly simulating alternate realities. It occurs to me that the MJT is one
endpoint of this activity, a space which simulates several different kinds of
discursive reality.10 The elaborate construction of a small museum is a kind of
facade for the discourse which occurs within the Museum. I'm really not trying

)

)

)

91t would be wrong of me not to cite Baudrillard's inquiries into Disneyland as "a perfect
model of all of the entangled orders of simulation". (171) However, I would like to think that I am
not merely mimicking his discourse of simulation. I think that by breaking away from the idea that
there is more than shoddy fakeness at stake, more than endless simulation, I have started to move
into my own argument. Of course, these days I can never really tell who or what is speaking
.
through me.
10David Wilson doesn't see it this way, but I am going to go in my own direction for a little
while. Lawrence Wescheler describes this quality of Mr. Wilson and the MJT as "ironylessness". I
think that Wilson has been baited so many times to capitulate to "irony" in the Museum that it is
now a tender subject. In one of my first emails to Wilson, I wrote something about "published
responses to the museum which depict it as parody of 'hard' science"'. His response was quite
brusque but he did inform me that the Museum could not furnish me with any such materials.

9

to say that the museum is only a front, and that once I have identified it then it

.-

becomes transparent. However, there is a lot of energy put into being a
natural/SCience/history museum and this is significant to the rest of the MJT.
do not believe that the MJT is the same as Universal Studio~;rather, I think that

v

\j

the Museum uses a simulation as one part of its presentation.

Sometimes the

simulation "falls apart" or becomes transparent in one part of the Museum only
to be reaffirmed in another exhibit. One exhibition can strain the limits of
credulity while still not fully capitulating to the idea of irony.
One such exhibit for me was the "American Grey Fox", an uncaptioned
display which resides in an odd alcove near the entrance to the galleries.
Inside the vitrine is the mounted head and neck of a small fox or dog. The
animal's ears are laid back and its mouth is open in a snarling grimace. There
is an audio component to this exhibit which produces growling and barking
sounds. In addition, there is a viewing apparatus mounted below eye-level
which produces a video image of a middle-aged man creating the "voice" of the
animal overlaid upon the fox in the box.
Seeing this exhibition was one of the stranger moments in my
experience of the Museum because it doesn't have any explicit relation to the
rest of the space of the "Jurassic". As far as I could tell, it was a piece of art, a
video installation in the middle of a natural history museum. There are threads
to tie the display into my conception of the Museum, especially the relation to
Hollywood special effects and the creation of an illusion which we can "expose"
)

if we want to.

However, I experienced a dissonance with this exhibit because I

couldn't determine its relation to the rest of the Museum format. This display
reeks of the irony which is so scarce in the rest of this controlled and __sil2cere
)

space. Can I say that this weird apparatus "displays" the problem of simulation
through the juxtaposition and upending of "real" and "fake"? I can only half-

)

I
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believe this because it occurred to me when I didn't have a caption to normalize
my experience. However, when I asked the staff, they dutifully produced a
piece of text which identified the display as the "Voice of the American Grey Fox
(Urocyon cinereoargenteys)"11. A paragraph of exposition followed which

related meaningless statistics and the mating patterns of this species but it did
not mention the video image of the man. The lack of this "caption" on the exhibit
created a situation where I felt that the "irony" of the place had exposed itself.
With the restoration of the caption, practically meaningless in itself, this irony
faded away, leaving only the suggestion of insincerity in my mind.
At Universal Studios, I was aware of the simulation in the rides, the park
and the back-lot tour. However, there were moments when I would be shocked
or scared enough by the simUlation to believe that what was happening to me
was "real". In the last room of one of the "rides", "Backdraft", Universal Studios
recreated a fire in a chemical factory, complete with exploding chemical drums
and fireballs. At the end of the demonstration, which got increasingly fl)ore
intense as it went on, a catwalk fell towards us with the sound of rending metal.
Just as the catwalk was too close for my comfort, the platform that we were
standing on suddenly dropped about six inches. The lights came back up and
we were herded out of the ride. Although I had seen examples of large objects
"falling" through the use of hydraulics earlier in the day, I couldn't process that
information fast enough to understand that everything was actually under
control.
In the Backdraft ride, I believed in the simulation for that one crucial
moment. Since the ride was orchestrated to undermine my feelings of security
and safety, my skepticism was overcome for the moment when I felt actually
)

11 from a pamphlet entitled "The Stink Ant - Purification by Sublimation - Voice of The
American Grey Fox", The Museum of Jurassic Technology Transcript Series: Supplement To A
Chain of Flowers, (Culver City, CA. : by the trustees, 9341 Venice Bvld., 1996).

)

?
I
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unsafe. I bring up this experience to try to approach the existence of moments
where simulations actually take over reality. Although I am only comfortable
talking about this from a subjective point of view, this moment of transition from
deception to reality seems crucial to my experience of the Museum of Jurassic
Technology. I think that, for me, the first layer of the Museum is the movement
between skepticism and belief in the experience of the viewer. I am recreating
my experience in L.A. as a "test case" to get at the different levels of the
Museum experience, i.e. sincerity, skepticism, overwhelmed belief, conversion,
etc.
As I understand it, one of the main activities of science is to show how the
phenomena that we experience are comprehensible only by understanding
some larger picture or some hidden aspect. Science finds and creates a
subtext for reality which explains what things are and how they work. In this
sense, I think that the simulation activity which goes on in places like Universal
Studios is an expansion of scientific activity. This is true particularly in the
moment when, after the "ride" is over, the means and deceptions are exposed to
)

the audience. The machinery of the simulation is exposed afterwards in order
to highlight the machinations that the simulators have gone through in order to
produce the audience's experience. This kind of closure provides boundaries

)

for the experience because not only does the experience begin and end at
discrete points, but the experience is fully explicable. The deception takes
place in a highly regulated space and fully under the intellectual control of the

)

audience.
I think that the Museum of Jurassic Technology operates at the level of
simulation in a similar way to the rides at Universal Studios except that it

)

)

-(
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provides no boundaries or explanation for itself.12 The Museum deliberately
violates the boundaries between simulation and reality in order to make the
!

experience less explicable and less under its audience's intellectual control. \
One example of this boundary-crossing is the activity of citation which goes on
in the Museum. The museum guides and exhibits rigorously cite the fantastic
information which they present. However, as Lawrence Wescheler has
demonstrated at great length, these citations do not always lead back to an
extant source. On the one hand, these citations are a way in which the MJT
effects its "simulation" of a scholarly museum. On the other hand, the citations,
spurious or otherwise, violate the boundaries of a totally enclosed simulation.
Even if I recognize the fabrication of the sources/citations, the activity of verifying
or discrediting them leads outside of the closed space of the Museum and into
"reality". I am still left wondering, in the same way I wonder about the "Voice of
the American Grey Fox", "What is really real?"

We had a tough time on the freeways in L.A. When I found a route that
took me to Hollywood, or the Museum, or wherever, I would hold on to it
because any deviation could cause me to get lost. I was convinced that our
motel in Santa Monica was actually only a few blocks south of the MJT, but to
get there we always drove a ways west on Pico, made a left turn on Lincoln,
drove a few blocks south, made another left on Venice and drove back east to
get to the Museum. It was like we had to drive three sides of a rectangle just to
)

get over to the Museum. I'm sure that if some long-time Los Angalean was
reading this, the short-cut would be perfectly clear. But for me, this weird path
was like a ritual: it was the only way I knew that I would get there. I had no time

)

12The people who work at the MJT beli!?ve in the exhibits and the space, so the dynamic
of "buying simulation" like in the Universal Studios -is transmogrified into a collaborative production
of meaning.

)

/
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to waste looking for some mythical Northwest Passage to avoid the trek: I had to
be at the Museum for breakfast. The time we tried to find the "short cut", we
drove for miles and miles before finding Venice. I suspect that the streets aren't
entirely square in Los Angeles .. .
During the trip, I reflected on the similarity of these physical pathways to
the conceptual pathways I construct through unfamiliar territories of knowledge.
It seems to me that criticism is the map that tries to chart out all of these
conceptual pathways into knowing, the larger the scale, the better. But the map
of criticism can take over the experience of trying to negotiate the territory of
knowledge. For instance, on the map of criticism, the routes of scientific inquiry
have become superhighways of knowledge. Not only is science a well-traveled
route, but it takes us quickly and easily to many important locations: utility and
certainty, among others. But it is my contention that the superhighway of
science misses a lot of the parochial locations of knowledge. This is similar to
what Thomas Kuhn wrote in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 13 . He
proposed the idea that "normal" science strives only to create a more complex
knowledge of what it already knows. In this process, whole areas of
unexplained phenomena are left alone and shoved outside of the boundaries of
knowledge .
In a metaphor closer to the academy, consider researching a topic in the

)

library. For popular, well-thought-of or important topics, there are whole search
indexes to provide a map to the terrain of written information. But in more
)

esoteric areas of inquiry, or even marginalized areas of inquiry, it is difficult to
format search terms that correspond to any organizing relationship on the
"map".

13Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Second Edition (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1970)
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Some destinations in this space of knowing are bo~nd to be better
traveled and more useful for most people, but there are still more difficult areas
to reach and locate, or to even identify. We always traveled the same route to
the MJT because we knew that it got us where we wanted to go. But perhaps
there is another way to get there which takes us through locations that we had
never even understood. Main thoroughfares like Venice Boulevard do a good
job of getting travelers to much-visited sites like the beach. But what about the
less visited sites? Major streets don't do the same efficient job of accessing
these less central areas.
The Museum of Jurassic Technology proposes paths of knowledge
which would not usually occur to me (or most people, for that matter). It charts
strange and marginal areas of intellectual inquiry which often slip beyond the
scope of more mainstream routes of knowledge.

However~
,

this institution

seems to fit into the psychic geography of Los Angeles even if it seems a little
parochial at times. By presenting its patrons with new routes and areas of
knowledge, it at least creates a situation that gives us some perspective on our
everyday paths.
OBLISCENCE AND NOSTALGIA
The Museum has an exhibit entitled "Geoffrey Sonnabend--Obliscence:
Theories Of Forgetting and The Problem Of Matter" which takes up a large
portion of the center of the Museum. There are multiple rooms and listening
stations devoted to the biography of Sonnabend, a memory researcher, and his
theories of memory. Several different stories figure prominently in this exhibit,
including the lives of Sonnabend, his parents, and the singer Madelana Delani.
In this carefully orchestrated exhibit, the paths of Sonnabend and Delani meet
)

)

at Iguazu Falls in Mesopotamia at the borders of Argentina, Brazil and

15

Paraguay. It is Sonnabend's attendance at the performance of this singer (who
was afflicted with a short-term memory disorder) which formed the inspiration for
his three-volume work, Obliscence: Theories Of Forgetting and The Problem Of
Matter 14 . This incidental occurrence set into motion Sonnabend's long and
painstaking obsession with memory which was published in 1946 and soon
forgotten itself.
Like many subjects in the museum, there are several levels to this story
which I find worth pursuing. Sonnabend's theory of memory, although tedious,
is interesting to me. I will quote from a guide leaflet which quotes Sonnabend's
work:
We, amnesiacs all, condemned to live in an eternally fleeting present,
have created the most elaborate of human constructions, memory, to
buffer ourselves against the intolerable knowledge of the irreversible
passage of time and the irretrievability of its moments and events. 15
This passage seems somewhat more lyrical than I would have expected from
"science writing", similar to the unexpected beauty of the exhibition in the
Museum. There is a sense of beautiful nostalgia which pervades the exhibit
and its subjects. There is an entire room devoted to the effects of the late
Madalena Delani which has her music played over a recording of her life story.
We learn that she died in an automobile accident the day after Sonnabend saw
her performance.
)

But what about Sonnabend's theory itself? The idea that memory is
mere imagination seems more philosophical than scientific, more nostalgic than
analytical. There are curiously abstract theoretical elements: the cone of

14Geoffrey Sonnabend, Oblisence: Theories of Forgetting and the Problem of Matter
(Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1946), pp. 16
15Valentine Worth, "Geoffrey Sonnabend -- Obliscence: Theories of Forgetting and the
Problem of Matter -- An Encapsulation", Supplement to A Chain of Flowers, Vol. V, No.5, Guide
Leaflet No.3, First Edition, abridged, (West Covina, CA.: Society for the Diffusion of Useful
Information, 1991), 1.

)
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obliscence, the plane experience, the spelean disc, and the other elements of
Sonnabend's geometrical theory of memory classification .16

P ervers e Exp eri enc e B0 u7dary
Spelean Axi3

_

o bYers e Exp eri enc e B0 un dary:

\
The "HolloVl3"

Geoffrey Sonnabend'3 Model of Obli3cence detailing the ba3ic
el em ent3 of con e plan e an d di3c3
I

In the theory, there is also a curious explanation of deja vu and premonition as
constituting "a full three quarters of the experience of everyday Iife"17. The
theory is detailed at some length through the use of recorded explanations on
individual handsets. I have familiarized myself with the details, mediated as
they are through the museum's exhibition and the guide leaflet, and I am at
somewhat of a loss to know what to do with this theory. In some respects it is a
compelling abstraction (what with the "explanation" of deja vu and all) but it is
)

still quite obsolete. 18 The story of how the theory was produced is even more
inaccessible to me except on the level of the atmosphere of nostalgia it creates.
16Diagram reproduced from Worth.
17ibid.
18Many of the exhibits in the MJT are "obsolete". The history of science investigates
things that are, by definition, obsolete, but can be seen as useful because of their historical
influence. The Museum of Jurassic Technology has turned away from this kind of activity because

)
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There is also the question of verifiability. Lawrence Wescheler relates in
his book, Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder, 19 that he cannot find Obliscence:
Theories Of Forgetting and The Problem Of Matter in any library. He also writes
that information pertaining to the singer Madalena Delani is similarly impossible
to find. Finally, "obliscence" is not a word recognized by any dictionary that I
can find. At best, the word seems to be an adaptation of "oblivescence" which is
defined as the process of forgetting. This is perplexing and in some sense
significant, but perhaps only on one level. There does seem to be some
coincidence between a theory of forgetting that argues that memory is
imagination and a historical exhibit whose subjects seem not to have existed.
However, I am drawn back towards this idea of nostalgia as another perspective
from which to see the confusion of the Delani-Sonnabend Halls.
The nostalgia, produced especially in the dark, shrine-like room which
houses Madalena Delani's personal effects, is intense and yet still inaccessible
to me. Even as I hear the biography with her singing in the background, I am a
little bored with all of the details and the length of the story. I am more
' 7

fascinated with the production of the Museum's obsession with this small
history, and the painstaking care with which it has been assembled. It is clear to
me that this nostalgia, my nostalgia for the Iguazu Falls of Sonnabend and his
j

father, is being produced through my experience in the Museum. What is the
difference between the memory I have had created of Iguazu and any memory I
could actually have? No difference, according to Sonnabend. But still, this is
strange coming from a figure who is obviously fascinated with moments (like the

)

)

it has managed to infuse new life into outmoded theories of the natural world and vignettes about
forgotten scientists. The exhibits at the Museum aren't exactly useless, it is just that anyone would
be hard pressed to gain something "practical" from them. The obsolete quality of the objects and
ideas curated at the MJT adds to my feeling that there must me a metaphorical message beyond
(or behind) the information presented.
..,
19Lawrence Wescheler, Mr. Wilson 's Cabinet of Wonder (New York: Pantheon Books,
1995). 36.
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performance at Iguazu) and who is in full recognition of the "intolerable
knowledge of the irreversible passage of time and the irretreivability of moments
and events."
It seems to me the ruts in this philosophical road are old and deep: I
recognize the possibility that the "Problem Of Matter" is-that it might not exist at

)

all (the familiar "everything is a figment of my imagination"). Still, the nostalgic
pull of moments and objects is very strong, almost mystical. At points, this
discussion takes the form of a paradox: "I feel connected to the material
world ... but couldn't that all be my imagination ... what is this, a conspiracy? ... Why
not?, etc." But the exhibit still demonstrates that nostalgia can be produced
through something as suspect as this story.
f~

At one end of the Delani-Sonabend Halls (past the recreation of
'1

Sonnabend's study) there is a strange exhibit which contains a plate of
madelaine cookies, with a bite taken out of one of them. Accompanying these
otherwise undocumented cookies is a quote from Marcel Proust which evokes a
tangentially similar consideration of time, memory and nostalgia:
... But when from a long-distant past nothing subsists, after the people are
dead, after the things are broken and scattered, taste and smell alone,
more fragile but more enduring, more unsubstantial, more persistent,
more faithful, remain poised a long time, like souls, remembering,
waiting, hoping, amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear unflinchingly, in
the tiny and almost impalpable drop of their essence, the vast structure of
recollection.
-A fa recherche du temps perdu20
Hmm. What is the purpose of this lengthy quote? I take away another
impression of the mysterious, obsessive nostalgia which pervades this exhibit.
The title, in my half-remembered 11th grade French, is something like "Trying to
find lost times"21 and it brings back again the full power of nostalgia. The idea
)

)

20Museum
211t has been suggested to me by an astute reader that the English translation of the title
is actually "Remembrance of Things Past".
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of the essence of taste and smell is compelling to me in a way that slips past my
"intellectual" experience of the exhibit. Another part of this vitrine is three hoses
running up through the display and terminating in small screens set into the
glass. Underneath each hose is an official-looking red electronic button.

.

However, this complex apparatus serves no apparent function. Perhaps the
scent of madelaines were once pumped out at the push of the button?22 I feel
that some directive force must be at work here, but it is invisible within the
context of the museum. The guessing-game never ends: what is intentional?
,( .

What of this is my confabulation?
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Moments of longing, subjective perception and memory seem somehow
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beyond classification, abstraction and description. Is this the point of the / ~'

.
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exhibit? That the elaborate charade of theoretical understanding is
fundamentally incapable of fully representing the complexity of our experience?
If this is the case, then the exhibit is conflicted in its techniques of display. On
the one hand, the Museum takes great pains to explain Sonnabend's geometric
and abstracted theory of memory. On the other hand, there is the subtext of
nostalgia and the atmosphere of regret which pervades the Halls. Perhaps the
museum is making overtures to both mysticism and to positivism, creating a
space where I feel conflicted about the uneasy symbiosis of their relationship.
I am conflicted over the idea of nostalgia, which seems like a longing for
the "good old days" when I know that the good old days have never existed. To
me, nostalgia seems conservative and naive, a retreat to a fantasy where my life
)

might have been artificially and unrealistically uncomplicated. David brought
up the Luddites in our conversation about nostalgia, saying that they were a
group of people who refused to deal with the existence of the industrial

)

revolution. I looked them up in my encyclopedia and found out that they were
22Mario Biagoli came up with the same conclusions, but our mutual speculation is moot,
because there is no way to really know.
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actually a radical group which destroyed machinery in England in the 19th
century and were brutally repressed by the government. Although I am not
quite as fixated or aggressive as the Luddites, technology is a large part of my
nostalgia. Somehow, I long for a time where my life is unmediated by
technology, and where I don't face the political implications of science and
discovery. Of course, in my nostalgic fantasy, I enjoy the benefits of technology
(health and leisure) while simultaneously reverting to an "uncomplicated"
existence.
David Wilson also has a "horrible feeling" about nostalgia. However, he
thinks that there is a particular American definition of nostalgia that is
"retrogressive and naive". He has tried to reformulate his definition of nostalgia
as a "longing for home and for knowledge of origins". He even went so far as to
suggest the term "Gnostic" for this kind of knowledge. Well, apparently,
"Gnostics" were another, different radical group who believed that the material
world was to be forsaken for a world of secret, mystical, religious knowledge.
honestly can't tell if David Wilson is trying to communicate some hidden
knowledge or not.
I talked to David Wilson about the informatics of visual display. I asked
him about the ways in which he manipulates not only the apparent content but
also the atmosphere of display that delivers a kind of secondary information.
He responded that "other [museums] are not aware" of this secondary
information "that is just as important as the apparent content". He said that this
)

second level of information "usua"y ends up being the mouthpiece for 'the
party'" and functions to reinforce various forms of "cultural biases". Well, this is
satisfying in some sense, in that he admits that the elements that I had been

.>

obsessing over were actually important to him. However, I still do not know
definitively what use he put these ideas to in the Museum. Although I can guess

)
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the points at which he manipulates the display to make full use of the
"secondary level", I am never able to know whether this is merely my
imagination.
Another interesting aspect of this conversation was the degree to which
David Wilson subscribes to the idea that information technology is "alwaysalready-ideological". I thought that this was appropriate to the ways in which I
have perceived the Museum (as a critique of various normalized
establishments), but strange in that there is nothing that seems overtly
ideological within the museum. Each exhibit's display seems so devotedly
impartial and inscrutable that I find it difficult to assent to an ideological reading
of the place.
When I walk into the Madalena Delani shrine/room, I am completely
aware of the cues and guides I am given in order to identify with the story and
feel the pull of her past. Sonnabend's theory of memory even gives me a guide
for tearing apart the mystical feelings I have in the exhibit and for claiming that
my nostalgia is a figment of my imagination. I feel pulled in two directions by
this exhibit. One the one hand, I want to move towards the comfortable, mystical
fabrication of a nostalgic consideration of the past. On the other hand, I am
pulled towards an analytical understanding of how my feelings about the past
are constructed and how they can be produced through the visual display. I
want to see these two approaches as oppositional, contesting one another for
the control of my beliefs. However, I am moving towards an understanding
which locates these two approaches, the mystical and the skeptical, as vitally
interrelated. Even though I can understand and even explain my nostalgia,
especially when it is produced right before my eyes, it never loses its power to
affect me.

)
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MUSEUMS

The Museum of Jurassic Technology incorporates the histories of many
other museums into its exhibition and as part of its mission. Four major
museum histories that run through the space of the MJT are Noah's Ark, the
Tradescants' Ark in 17th century England, Charles Wilson Peale's Museum in
18th century Philadelphia, and Athanasius Kircher's museum in 17th century
Rome. Although other museum stories weave in and out of the MJT, these four
histories comprise a mythology presented as the "roots" of the museum. 23
find that each of these major museum myths operates as a foundation that the
Museum draws upon and also as an example for how the MJT might operate.
The Museum's fascination with the story of Noah's Ark has been one of
the least interesting aspects of the place for me, even though it takes on
emblematic proportions within the world of the Museum. On the Museum's
World Wide Web page, the Ark is mentioned in the context of other museums of
antiquity:
... no treatment of the museum would be complete without mention of
Noah's Ark in which we find the most complete Museum of Natural
History the world has ever seen.24
I am tempted to see Noah's Ark as one conceptual endpoint for the MJT, where
all of the natural world is enclosed, named and ordered according to the will of
God. 25 But the Ark is made corporeal in the Museum and exists as a physical
)

)

)

23 1differentiate these museum mythologies (which I see as vitally affecting the
conception and the practice of the MJT) from the stories of personal collections which appear as
exhibits in the Museum such as "The Garden of Eden on Wheels", and "Eugene Dubois and the
Pithecanthropus Affair".
24http://www.mjt.org/intro/genbroch.htm
25 1want to take this opportunity to mention an exhibition which I was not fortunate
enough to see: "The Eye of the Needle: The Unique Microminiature World of Hagop
Sandaldjian." I think that this exhibit proposed a museological"conceptual endpoint" similar to the
one I identify above. In microminiature sculptures, the natural world can be enclosed in a
microscopic space completely outside of our tangible world. The image of the sculpture,

23
recreation. The idea of the Ark is captioned 26 by the wooden model in a vitrine
that is made to bob and sway by two metal pistons. There is a caption beside
this model which indicates that the scale is "1 inch: 12.5 cubits" and a cutaway
reveals the stalls below decks.27

The shape and size of Noah 's Ark, which should be unknowable, is in fact
represented with the utmost clarity. The idea of the Ark has not only been
assigned a significance in the Museum ("most complete Natural History
museum") but also a physical form. This model acts as an emblem for the
museum, appearing in miniature (with its nonsensical scale notation) on the
back of several of the pamphlets. Does this treatment of the Ark, a concept
already so loaded with religious meaning, empty out its significance? Does it
highlight the intangibility of our connection to foundational mythologies? I don't
think so. I think that the Museum is only able to form a curious connection
between itself and the Ark in order to expand the Museum's significance as a

)

)

mediated my a microscope and enclosed by a museum case, exists in a state of perfect, almost
divine order.
261t seems like physical objects often "caption" the texts that go along with them in the
Museum of Jurassic Technology. In the exhibit "Tell the Bees ...:Belief, Knowledge and
Hypersymbolic Cognition ", the Museum uses dioramas and solitary objects to illustrate certain
superstitions wh ich it presents. For example, a large pair of scissors mounted in a glass case
captions the text which reads , "Scissors at the Wedding Party: One wishing ill to the bridegroom
stands behind the happy man and, holding open a pair of scissors. calls his name. If the groom
turns to answer the scissors are snapped shut whereupon the groom is rendered incapable of
consummating the marriage ." (Museum)
27Diagram reproduced from the Museum's web site.
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cultural institution. This is appropriation in a sense, but the connection does not
remake the Ark conceptually as the Museum has done physically. Instead, the
Museum reflects on the Ark and the Ark reflects upon the Museum, trapped in a
universe of metonymy where neither functions as a cipher for the other.
The story of the Tradescants' Ark represents another origin, or rather a
para"el history to the story of the MJT. The explicit origins of the Museum of
Jurassic Technology are encapsulated in the Museum pamphlet "On the
Foundations of the Museum -- The Thums: Gardeners & Botanists"28. This text
mirrors another text, "The Tradescants: Gardeners and Botanists" which
chronicles the foundations of the Ashmolean Museum in England. 29 The stories
related in these two texts are very similar, if unlikely, and include a natural
wonders collection, an Elder, his son the Younger, the Younger's wife, and a
crafty lawyer who manages to gain possession of the collection.
The relationship between the MJT and the Tradescants' Ark (the natural
wonders collection) is a strange one, since there is no explicit admission of the
similarities between the two stories. In the same text that mentions the Ark there
is also a veiled reference to the story of the Tradescants.
Another collection of rarities was preserved at South Lambeth by Elias
Ashmole. Mr. Ashmole, a botanist, presented his collection to his friend
and neighbor Samuel Dule (author of the Pharmacologia) to whom it was
delivered one week before Mr. Dule's death.3o
In the Tradescants story, Ashmole was the crafty lawyer (as opposed to Gerard
Bi"ius in the Thums story) who gained possession of the seed collection which
grew into the Ashmolean Museum. But this collection was a special type of
)

historical collection, a Wunderkammern or "cabinet of wonder" which was the
28111era Edoh, "On the Foundation of the Museum: The Thums, Gardeners & Botanists",
Supplement To A Chain of Flowers, Vol. V, No.5, Guide Leaflet No.3, Third Edition, Revised,
(West Covina, CA.: Society for the Diffusion of Useful Information, 1993).
29Lawrence Wescheler has documented this in his book Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder.
30http://www.mjt.org/intro/genbroch.htm
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seed that many contemporary museums have grown from. The objects that
were collected together in these cabinets were indeed rarities and most
predominantly contained strange natural specimens and amazing or fantastic
works of art.
There is some overlap between the rarities which comprise the
Tradescants collection and the rarities that are represented in the MJT. For
instance, Lawrence Wescheler has identified two separate items which occur
simultaneously in each collection (the Fruit Stone Carving and the map of the
Siege of Pavia). Given this overlap between these two entities, what is the
significance of the one to the other? Wescheler indirectly implies that there has
been some unacknowledged borrowing on the part of the MJT. Although this is
certainly warranted by his evidence and perspective, I wonder if the relationship
is not more reciprocal than it might appear. The museum resurrects the cabinet
of wonders in its own space along side other kinds of visual displays. The
Tradescant collection is not only a historical origin for contemporary museums
but also for the ways in which museums operate, that is, the idea of visual
display. The Tradescants and Thums have been resurrected, saved (as it were)
from the deluge of contemporary museology by their inclusion in the MJT.
These two collections have been vitally recollected and restored (in the nonmuseological sense) to the discourse of display. This operation occurs as a
literal sleight-of-hand substitution, using the rhetoric of display and technologies
of reproduction to recreate these "unique" artifacts.
)

Charles Wilson Peale's Museum is another legend which is pressed into
service by the MJT. A quote, taken directly from Peale, serves as another of the
(many) emblems for the museum:

J
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' ... the learner must be led always from familiar objects toward the
unfamiliar ... guided along , as it were, a chain of flowers into the
mysteries of life ... '31
In the context of Peale's museum, this sentiment probably had a different
significance than it does for us as a motto for the Museum of Jurassic
Technology. The (re)construction of this slogan is all too apparent in the text of
the quote through the quotation marks and ellipses. The Museum acts as a
ventriloquist, speaking through the text of a man who was highly ideological in
his promotion of Deism through the Linnean system of ordering objects. In the
context of the MJT, the 'mysteries of life' are at once metaphysical mysteries and
also the mystery of the MJT standing in for those other mysteries. The use of the
chain-of-flowers metaphor (and the setting it off with the phrase 'as it were')
becomes a strange moment of compulsion and repulsion: I am compelled by
the elegance of a chain of flowers but repelled by the fact that it is a totally

I

unimaginable image. Here again is the problem of a metaphor that doesn't
quite come off, or maybe it comes off too well. There is this weird moment
where the chain of flowers becomes a synecdoche for the mysteries of life, even
as it functions as a metaphor for our progress into these mysteries.
There were certain elements of Peale's museum practices that I find
reminiscent of the MJT. Peale imagined his museum as a "world in
miniature"32, and saw himself as part of "a great chain of largely unrecognized
founders of national museum, from the Alexandrian Library ... to contemporary
British and European Museums."33 In addition, just before Peale became fully
)

involved in his museum, he became increasingly interested in trompe I'oiel
painting which he used as a way of pleasing crowds. Another crowd-pleaser in

}
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31 Museum
32Susan Stewart, "Death and Life, in that order, in the Works of Charles Wilson Peale" in
Visual Display, Lynne Cook and Peter Wollen, ed ., (Seattle: Bay Press, 1995), 45.
33ibid.
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the Peale Museum was the miniature theater of sound and light which
incorporated images, music and "real effects" like sprays of water. 34 This
tendency towards trompe I'aiel and real simulation is particularly evocative of
the MJT for me. Is this similarity between the two museum spaces only a
function of their need to please crowds? Or is there a kind of rhetoric of
simulation that these museums explicitly embrace? What is there to learn about
the "mysteries of life" from these tricks and fabrications? Or is that all there ever
is to learn from a museum?
Athanasius Kircher is the last in my list of museums collected by the
Museum of Jurassic Technology. In truth, this Jesuit scholar is only in the
process of being linked to the Museum: the chain has not quite reached back to
17th century Rome, as it were. When I was in L.A., David Wilson introduced me
to Kircher and presented me with a talk that he had been taking around on the
Jesuit scholar. Kircher is indeed an amazing figure in the history of science,
museums, religion, etc., and he fits well amongst the other visionaries that
populate my museum mythology section. The Museum Kircherianium
incorporated the creation of "apparitions" through special optics known as
catoptric cameras 35 . The MJT also produces apparitions through the use of
these optics, as in the case of the American Grey Fox exhibit, or the diorama of
Iguazu Falls, etc. Kircher also incorporated displays which demonstrated the
power of lodestones or magnets and "among these were devices for magnetic
hydromancy and magnetic divination."36(?)
Wilson's talk is entitled "The World is Bound With Secret Knots", and is
based on Kircher's interest in magnetism and belief that it is the force that holds
the whole universe together. At the end of his talk, Mr. Wilson quotes a
34ibid.
35from Wilson's unpublished speech manuscript "The World is Bound with Secret
Knots", [1996] . Collection of the author, Museum of Jurassic Technology, Culver City, CA.

36ibid.

)

28

colleague, Valentine Worth (who wrote two of the MJT guide pamphlets and
who I half-heartedly suspect is Wilson himself):
All of nature in its awful vastness and incomprehensible complexity is in
the end interrelated - worlds within worlds within worlds: the seen and
the unseen - the physical and the immaterial are all connected - each
exerting influence on the next - bound, as it were , by chains of analogy magnetic chains. Every decision, every action, mirrors, ripples, reflects,
echoes throughout the whole of creation. The world is indeed bound
with secret knots. 3?
"Chains of analogy" are the forces that link all of these museums together. The
Museum of Jurassic Technology pulls upon each of these histories to create
itself in the reflection of each. There can be no discrete origins for the kind of
project that strives to reflect these chains of analogy which bind all of creation
together. Instead, a special rhetoric is necessary in order to play upon the
skepticism, critical disposition and existing structures of knowledge of its targets.
The Museum of Jurassic Technology uses this rhetoric like an extended series
of epigrams, creating analogies to any knowledge which we can imagine.
Since each of the stories represented in the Museum appears to be so
marginal, their metaphorical significance swells in my mind to monstrous
proportions.
The Museum of Jurassic Technology has formed a weird link to these old
collections by positing them as its own unstable origin. In one of its many roles,
the MJT becomes a collector of collections. However, there is a curious textual
sleight of hand (the magic of the parallel universe) which allows the MJT
simultaneously to create itself out of "whole c1oth".38 The Museum is a space
)

where history, authenticity and knowledge take on a more precarious position
than is usual in most museums. These materials of our experience are not

J

)

3?ibid .
38 1invoke this metaphor, "out of whole cloth" because sometimes in my skepticism I am
ready to attribute everything in the Museum to the imagination of David Wilson.
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obliterated, instead, by this "sleight-of-hand", they can become negotiable for
just long enough to be "converted", like I have been.
CRITIC

"The Jurassic" is the foundational metaphor in the Museum, but it is not
simply a willful cipher for another idea, not simply a metaphor in the sense of "a
figure of speech in which a word denoting one subject or idea is used in place
of another to suggest a likeness between them."39 The metaphor of the Jurassic
creates a space where the things enclosed don't need to be authentic, although
they might be. The Jurassic is created by the exhibits in the Museum even as it
captions these exhibits and draws them together into a nebulous whole.
Mario Biagioli explores his reactions to what the Jurassic might consist of
in his article "Confabulating Jurassic Science":
The Jurassic seems to refer to an imaginary space parallel to but sharply
distinct from modernity. It is informed by technology, but not one
identified with progress. As all museums, this one too is an institution
which celebrates (in some peculiar sense), but it celebrates a period and
a knowledge that never quite happened (or was systematically
forgotten).4o
I am not quite sure what Mr. Biagioli means by "modernity", but I think he is
referring to a time which includes the contemporary and stretches back to the
industrial revolution. What is clear from his description is that the Museum
occupies a kind of alternate universe which overlaps the one we exist in but is
somehow different in its specifics. This is an adequate description of how the
Museum attempts to convey its meaning of "the Jurassic":

)

)

39Merriam-Webster's collegiate dictionary -10th ed. (Springfield, Massachusetts: MerriamWebster, Inc., 1995).
4oMario Biagioli, "Confabulating Jurassic Science" in Technoscientific Imaginaries:
Conversations, Profiles and Memoirs, George Marcus. ed .• (Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
1994).
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This map of Egypt41 purports to be a map of the conceptual space Biagioli calls
an alternate modernity and I call a metaphor. I find this kind of oddity42 to be
emblematic of the strange nature of the MJT.
The motto of the MJT, hung on a banner outside the Museum's storefront
in Culver City, is "AEN" (with dashes over each letter) which signifies 43 "AntiAristotelian Anti-Euclidean Anti-Newtonian". This cipher, once explained, does
little or nothing to clarify in what sense it acts as a motto. Aristotle, Euclid and

)

)

)

41This diagram is reproduced from the Museum's web site.
42Biagioli refers to this kind of oddity as "more like childlike puns than subtle slippages of
discourse. They seem to be reminders that well-crafted strategies of persuasion aimed at
convincing you of being in the presence of "deep meanings" are not the point here." (Biagioli, 8) I
agree that "deep meaning" is not the point, but I also see this kind of pun as a disarming device, as
a rhetoric used to put skeptical patrons off-balance. Rugoff describes the weird rhetoric of the
MJT: "Instead of asking us to suspend disbelief, [the MJT] leads viewers beyond belief. Its not
that it aims to discredit rational scholarship; rather it embraces its rhetoric as a peculiar and
distinctive voice, but by no means a definitive one." (see citation below for "Beyond Belief" by
Rugoff, 74)
43Wescheler, 35
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Newton were venerable men of academia in some sense, known for
philosophy, math and physics, among other things. What does it mean to be
against these founding figures of intellectual inquiry? The best I could come up
with was the idea that this motto somehow denies the dominance of logical
analytical thought, although I am unsatisfied with my conclusion. The use of
"anti-" is a strange way to put it, because there does exist a "non-Euclidean"
geometry, Einstein put forward a model of "non-Newtonian" physics and
perhaps there is even non-Aristotelian philosophy. But "anti-"? I can see this
opposition as a pathway into the alternate reality of the MJT. The museum does
not only present alternatives (non) but it also openly denies and rejects these
foundational figures (anti).
The MJT has no lack of emblems, mottoes and epigrams. In a sense, the
Museum is all an elaborate series of epigrams or introductions to a mysterious
subject. Each anecdote, quote or idea acts as a window into the weird world of
"life in the Jurassic" and weaves itself into the nebulous set of concerns
represented in the MJT. Each exhibit acts as a chicane or turnout which routes
me on a path into some wildly detailed world of knowledge. But the work I do in

"

this space is always built upon my illusion of coherence and desire for
synthesis. Finally, I revert to the idea of chicanery itself to unify the rhetoric of
the Museum because I am unable to find my synthesis any other way.
The only resolution I have been able to find in the strange mystery of the
Museum of Jurassic Technology has been by searching for the thin threads that
seem to bind the exhibits together. I have not yet been able to "interpret" the
Museum in any specific way because there are always elements which seem
lost in a definitive demonstration of knowledge. Not the least of these is the
)

hard-to-describe affective component of the Museum. Several other critics have
attempted to name the feeling of being in the MJT through the terms of
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"wonder", "Stoned Thinking" and "confabulation". I do not think that I will try to
add to this list, because each of these interpretations seem in some way
inadequate even for the purposes they are put to in their respective articles .
What I am trying to get at is that there is some difficulty approaching the
museum from a taxonomical standpoint, but perhaps my critical focus will allow
an approximation of what resides in the MJT.
Lawrence Wescheler describes the Museum of Jurassic Technology
through an investigation of its authenticity and its relationship to scholarship
and 17th century wunderkammer. Wescheler uses the term "wonder" to
describe a historical and sociological phenomenon which the MJT evokes as
the central part of its function. Wescheler explains this bizarre institution as a
natural product of a recurring historical ideology. In this way, "wonder" was both
the cause and effect of the original wunderkammer, much as it would be in this
late 20th century institution.
Wescheler explains the peculiarities of the Museum's exhibitions by
naming the type of narrative that takes place in this space. 44 He creates the
idea of a "Wilsonian narrative" which is "ornate, almost profuse, in some of its
details, but then suddenly fogging over, particularly as one gets closer to the
present. Such stories usually both perform and require a kind of leap."45 This
"leap" is what Wescheler seems to be most interested in his study of the MJT.
The performance of the leap is the fabrication of information within the Museum
which he zealously hunts down, for instance, the lack of extant information on
)

Sonnabend and his manuscript. For Wescheler, the leap that is "required" as a
consequence of the fabrication is the leap of wonder on the part of the
viewer/reader. Citing Stephen Greenblatt's Marvelous Posessions: The
441 find his description compelling, however, I realize that I am turning it into an emblem for
the Museum as I reproduce it here.
45Wescheler, 32.
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Wonder of the New World 46 ; ~iWescheler goes on to describe how the leap of
wonder is part of our culture as a historical phenomenon that occurs "at the very
intersection of the premodern and

postmodern'~47

In this way, Wescheler

explains the reappearance of Wilson's cabinet of wonder in our time as a
function of some anthropological occurrence.
I am reluctant to assent to the idea of "wonder" as the defining aspect of
the Museum. First, I am primarily interested in the affective, rhetorical
component of the Museum and not in the historical cycle which could motivate
the text of the MJT. Second, I reject the stable categories of "true" and "false"
that Wescheler deploys in his argument in order to evoke his "wonder" within
his book. I am more interested in how the Museum constructs a space in which
the boundaries of true and false are commingled with our own constructions
and pathways of knowledge.
In his essay, "Beyond Belief: Museum as Metaphor"48, Ralph Rugoff
describes the MJT as a place to fall in love with, a personable space which tests
our boundaries and proposes a new kind of knowledge. Rugoff finds the
rhetoric of the Museum to be very compelling, drawing him into a romance with
the space where he feels free to participate in its construction of knowledge.
By making use of information that lies on the edge of our cultural literacy
... the museum draws us into a shadowy zone where exhibits slip from
the factual to the metaphorical with disarming fluency.49
For Rugoff, this slippage between literal and figurative operates as a part of the
destruction of categories which happens as a matter of course in the MJT.
)

Science and Art are mixed in an approach which forges "a hybridized vision

46Stephen Greenblatt, Marvelous Posessions: The Wonder of the New World (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1991)
47Wescheler.90.
48Ralph Rugoff, "Beyond Belief: The Museum as Metaphor" in Visual Display, ed. Lynne
Cook and Peter Wollen (Seattle: Bay Press, 1995).
49Rugott, 72.
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through the dissolving of accepted boundaries". In another article, Rugoff has
called this experience "therapeutic" and prescribes it as a cure for the addiction
to art that he often encounters as an art critic 5o .
Rugoff proposes the idea of "Stoned Thinking" to describe the affective
component of the MJT which is a product of its special rhetoric. This state of
mind is a "minor paranoia" that is an integral part of the breaking-down of
boundaries that goes on in the Museum .
... you may imagine someone poring over the cover of a rock album,
decoding cryptic messages and its previously unconsidered cosmic
explorations. But the Stoner's rapture speaks of an experience of total
involvement and immanent distraction, not unlike what we see in
Vermeer's Astronomer. It's something close to a trance. 51
I identify with this experience but I relate it to critical activity which takes the
place of the soul-searching of the stoner. My consideration of the "cosmic"
implications of the Museum for this paper only served to intensify my feelings of
"immanent distraction". I suppose that the reference to the Astronomer is a
reference to the seductive quality of scholarly investigation. These scholarly
questions occupy me because I am searching for a way to make sense:this
place in terms of its textual aspects. Rugoff is trying to process the rhetoric of
the Museum in the context of an anthology entitled Visual Display: Culture
Beyond Appearances. While I am interested in the informatics of visual display,
I am not sure that the MJT is a space where ''the artifacts we're supposed to be
learning about start to dematerialize into a field of questions about display and
the nature of knowledge."52 I'm very tempted to deny the existence of any
)

artifacts at"the Museum of Jurassic Technology at all.
Mario Biagioli proposes the idea of "confabulation" to represent the
activity which occurs in the MJT. Biagioli does not see the Museum as a critique

)

)

50Ralph Rugoff, "Inside the White Clinic" Parkett 32 (1992): 150.
51 Rugoff, 73.
52ibid.
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of Science or of Art. For him, it is neither modern nor postmodern, neither
serious nor humorous. In Biagioli's article, the Museum acts as the stimulus for
the creation of significance or the making of meaning out of the exhibits.
Biagioli extends the idea expressed in Sonnabend's theory of memory (that it is
confabulated around "sterile particles of retained experience") to encompass
the Museum as a whole. In effect, the patrons of the Museum are stimulated to
create the significance of the MJT each time they enter the space.
the museum is not an institution that canonizes a given historical
narrative about science, but rather a place in which different memories
are produced as part of a collective performance which involves visitors,
objects and curators. 53
This memory-making is the basis for Biagioli's acceptance of the "facts" of the
MJT, because he doesn't seem to care about the authenticity of the display. His
attitude towards the "reality" or "verifiability" of the MJT is displayed in the
passage I quoted in the beginning of this section which refers to the Museum as
an "imaginary space". Because this space is "imaginary" and produces
"collective performances" of memory, Biagioli is unconcerned with the truth
value of the MJT's assertions.
I appreciate Biagioli's characterization of the MJT as a space where there
is a collaborative production of meaning. However, I am much more interested
in how the issue of authenticity creates this possibility for collaboration. Biagioli
characterizes the Museum as almost entirely textual, a position that I was
attracted to when I selected the MJT in the first place. However, through the
course of this project, I have come to believe that the Museum uses the power
)

and influence of physical artifacts as much as it uses the negotiable,
collaborative quality of texts. I think that the MJT employs a hybrid rhetoric that
)

53Siagioli, 14
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makes use of the authority of traditional museum display while still enabling the
negotiation of meaning that is usually associated with texts.
I keep returning to the critical articles on the Museum only to find that my
paper has been shaped by these authot'slideas even more than I thought. At
some points, I cannot even tell where I agree or disagree with these major
figures in my story of the Museum of Jurassic Technology. Each of these critics
has become accreted onto my "experience" of the Museum. Each MJT
interaction I have becomes one more emblem or symbol for my relation to my
obsession with this place.
I had a strange experience when I was interviewing David Wilson in L.A.
I said something to him like, "I feel like Art and Science are very similar activities
and are beginning to be identified as such." He was taken aback, I assume
because he couldn't believe that I held such a rare opinion so similar to his
own.

I don't know how rare the opinion actually

is~

however, we had a

wonderful moment of agreement and like-feeling. The weird moment occurred
when I had to explain to him that I couldn't tell if I had come up with my opinion
"originally" or if I had got that idea through my study of the Museum. I suppose
that these confusions are the hazards of the "immanent distraction" of criticism.
This paper reflects the accretion of months of thinking and conversations,
reading and writing. As a critic, I have trouble assembling these materials into a
coherent story. Maybe this is because each of the sterile particles of my MJT
experience takes on such a swollen significance within my mythology. The
)

ideas of these critics have begun to fuse together with my own ideas about my
identity as a critic. As is usual in the realm of "the Jurassic", the boundaries
between what I can perceive as authentic and what I understand as

)

)

confabulated start to disintegrate.

./

37

APPENDIX "A" -- WHAT IS THE MUSEUM OF JURASSIC
TECHNOLOGY?

The Museum of Jurassic Technology produces texts and exhibits in order
to educate the public about scientific matters mostly unrepresented in other
natural history, science and technology museums. This institution was founded
by David Wilson, a former film and installation artist, and is funded by private
donors and the L.A. Cultural Affairs Department. The information presented is
documented in visual/interactive form in Culver City (L.A.), in web pages on the
Museum's web site (http://www.mjt.org), and in leaflets produced by the Society
For the Diffusion of Useful Information (the Museum's publishing apparatus).
Titles of recent exhibits have included: "The Stink Ant", Purification By
Sublimation", "Voice of The American Grey Fox", "Eugene Dubois and The

Pithecanthropus Affair", "Horn of Mary Davis of Saughall", "Bernard Matson,
Donald R. Griffith and the Oeprong Mori of the Tripiscum Plateau", "The
Delani/Sonnabend Halls", "No One May Ever Have The Same Knowledge
Again: Letters to Mount Wilson Observatory, 1915-1935", "The Eye of the
Needle: The Unique Microminiature World of Hagop Sandaldjian", "Garden of
Eden on Wheels: Selected Collections from Los Angeles Area Mobile Homes
)

and Trailer Parks", and "Tell The Bees ... : Belief, Knowledge and Hypersymbolic
Cognition".

)

)
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